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MODERN THEOSOPHY IN ITS RELATION TO HINDU- 
ISM AND BUDDHISM. 



By Mer win-Marie Shell. 



I. 

Meaning of "Theosophy." — The theosophical sect. — Mah&tmas. — Tradi- 
tion. — Blind faith. — Mission of Buddha. — The all. — Theogony. — -Spirit and 
matter. — Septenary hierarchies. — Evolution. — Karma. — The soul. — Heavens 
and hells. — Magic. — Theosophy 's claims. 

The word theosophy properly means the theory or practice of 
the acquisition of knowledge or wisdom from a divine as opposed 
to a human source ; it is thus the correlative of theopathy, the 
perception of the divine by feeling, and of theurgy, action 
through divine power. 

It may also be properly applied to any system which makes 
a directly infused divine knowledge its basis. In this sense the 
word has long been in use to designate Neo-Platonism and the 
philosophies of Paracelsus and Jacob Boehme. 

But at the present time the term is popularly known only as 
the name of a system taught by Madame H. P. Blavatsky and a 
society founded by her in New York in 1875 and now widely 
diffused in Europe, America and southern Asia, having over a 
hundred branches in India alone. Its chief text-books are 
Madame Blavatsky 's Isis Unveiled and The Secret Doctrine, and it 
has various periodical organs in different countries and lan- 
guages, foremost among which is the monthly magazine Lucifer 
published at the society's headquarters in London. 

The Theosophical Society professes to have as its object, not 
the propagation of a special creed, but the promotion of human 
brotherhood, the investigation of the occult powers and forces 
of nature, and the study of Oriential literatures. Nevertheless, it 
has taught from the beginning a distinct system which has crys- 
tallized more and more into an accepted orthodoxy. 
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This system is in theory a true theosophy, as it holds that 
the fundamental source of religious knowledge is not reason, 
objective revelation, or historic tradition, but an interior illumi- 
nation, or rather direct spiritual vision, resulting from oneness 
with the divine universal Spirit. 

Practically, however, it surrenders this principle by its implicit 
acceptance of the authority of an alleged society of "Mahat- 
mas," supposed to be men of an extraordinary degree of interior 
development, "the highest spiritual adepts" as the phrase goes, 
who have their corporate headquarters in the highlands of Tibet. 
It is claimed that while they have in the past exerted a constant 
influence on the development of the race, especially at certain 
opportune periods, the time has now come when they have seen 
fit, through the chief instrumentality of the vigorous western 
races, to make public at least a portion of their secret lore, in 
preparation for a coming era of vastly increased spiritual activity 
and power when the higher knowledge will be accessible to all. 
The disciples of the new theosophy, therefore, are not left to 
construct a world-system for themselves as best they may by 
their own study and intuition, but are expected to accept implic- 
itly the body of teaching which they believe to be a portion of a 
secret tradition of absolute religious, philosophical, historical 
and scientific truth handed down from the earliest progenitors of 
the race and their predecessors of other races and worlds, con- 
stantly confirmed and corrected by the developed insight of ini- 
tiated sages and seers, and finally communicated in part to 
Madame Blavatsky and her inner circle of co-laborers. The net 
result is a blind faith in Madame Blavatsky which uses the 
theory of independent interior illumination only to entrench 
itself against all rational criticism by the conviction and claim 
that her authority is confirmed by the divine voice within. 

To the student of religions this peculiar sect is one of spe- 
cial interest, not so much on account of its own peculiar character 
and history, which are by no means without parallel, but rather 
on account of the relation which its tenets have to those of the 
great Oriental religions. 

Although it claims to be the secret basis and explanation of 
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all religions, it first became known to the general public as 
"Esoteric Buddhism," in a book bearing that title written by one of 
Madame Blavatsky's earliest converts and lieutenants, A. P. Sin- 
nett. She herself explains that it is very different from "orthodox 
Buddhism, *. e., the public teachings of Gautama, the Buddha," 
and that it is, on the contrary, the esoteric Buddhism, or wisdom- 
religion, possessed by the historic Buddha in common with the 
initiated Brahmans of his day. "The whole Buddhist reform," 
I quote from The Secret Doctrine, "merely consisted in giving out 
a portion of that which had been kept secret from every man 
outside of the enchanted circle of temple-initiates and ascetics. 
Unable to teach all that had been imparted to him, owing to his 
pledges — though he taught a philosophy built upon the ground- 
work of the true esoteric knowledge — the Buddha gave to the 
world only its outward material form and kept its soul for his 
elect." 

One of the most common appellations of the theosophical 
doctrine among its teachers and followers is "The Ancient Wis- 
dom-Religion of the Aryans," and it is believed to be identical 
with what Blavatsky calls "The Pre-Vedic Brahmanism." 

Let us see what the system is for which such remarkable 
claims are advanced. Like most of the great Oriental systems 
it recognizes the universality of law. It denies the objective 
existence of the universe, considering it to be an illusory mani- 
festation of the attributeless, unconscious, impersonal All, Para- 
brahm, who is described indifferently as "Abstract Being," 
"the Absolute Consciousness," "the Absolute Negation," "the 
Supreme Existence," or "the Non-existent." Immense periods 
of manifestation and non-manifestation — manvantara and pra- 
laya — succeed each other to all eternity. The first step towards 
the manifestation or emanation of the universe from Parabrahm 
is the appearance within it of the impersonal Logos — Brahma, 
which then divides itself into the male I'svara, Viraj or Prajapati, 
and the female Vach, Aditi or Sarasvati ; thence respectively 
arise Mahat or Mahabuddhi, "pre-cosmic Ideation," and Mula- 
prakn'ti, "pre-cosmic root substance." Thus far this theogony 
describes the movements of Parabrahm within itself. Mahat and 
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Mulapraknti manifest themselves as Purusha and Pralm'ti, spirit 
and matter, or Cosmic Ideation and Cosmic Substance. The 
former is transcendental space, the ^Ether of the ancients and 
the Akasa of India. The latter is the primeval Chaos, and the 
ether of modern physical science. These are not distinct enti- 
ties but are opposite poles of the one entity. Blavatsky says : 
"Spirit is matter on the seventh plane; matter is spirit — on the 
lowest plane of its psychic activity; and both are maya" (vol. 
i., p. 633). The two are united by Fohat, "the dynamic energy 
of cosmic ideation," "the mysterious link between mind and 
matter, the animating principle electrifying every atom into life" 
(i., 16). The further unfolding of the manifested universe is 
directed by the Dhyan Chohans, Dhyani Buddhas, Devas, Manus, 
solar and lunar Pitn's, or Prajapatis, corresponding to the Elohim 
of the Jews and the angels and gods of other religions. These 
are divided into seven great hierarchies which are subdivided 
again and again into septenary classes and groups, higher and 
lower. Although consisting of vast hosts of individual beings, 
their consciousness is to such a degree fused that they as a whole 
or in any of their subdivisions may be spoken of either as one or 
as many. 

These divine powers, usually called Dhyan Chohans, spring 
from Fohat and are the vehicles of the Cosmic Ideation. They 
represent the exalted souls who had been reabsorbed into Para- 
brahm at the close of the preceding manvantara, and who are 
now projected anew with enhanced dignity and power. 

The Dhyan Chohans send forth successive emanations of 
themselves which constitute the forces of nature, and a portion 
Of their incarnate essence becomes, through a long series of 
secular evolutions, the man as we know him and as he is yet to be. 

Thus all those things which we consider lifeless, soulless and 
mindless are the manifestations of life and soul and mind. 
Through vast septenary cycles the universe, the solar system, 
the planetary system, the earth itself, the various orders of exist- 
ence upon it, and the successive races and populations of men, 
are developed into the highest degree of complexity and mate- 
riality, out of which they gradually return again, in a process of 
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involution by which evolution is succeeded, into the undifferen- 
tiated unity of Parabrahm. All takes place according to inflexi- 
ble laws, chief among which is the law of karma, or moral cau- 
sality, according to which every action entails inevitably its 
appropriate consequences, good or evil. The spiritual monad 
climbs up through the mineral, vegetable and animal planes into 
the human ; and its duty and privilege is to become a god, and 
to finally merge itself again into the divine, universal Being from 
which it came. This theory of reincarnation in subjection to 
the law of karma is the central feature of popular theosophical 
teaching. 

The sevenfold constitution of the universe is illustrated in 
man himself, who is composed of a gross body {sthuls'sarird), 
vitality (jiva), subtle body (linga 'sarira), animal body (kama 
rupa), human soul, spiritual soul and spirit. The spirit (atma) 
is the spark of Absolute Being within us and is identical with 
Parabrahm. Buddhi, the spiritual soul united with atma, consti- 
tutes the Dhyan Chohan, the god within us. Manas, the 
human soul, is divisible, and at death is often torn asunder in the 
conflict which ensues between our higher and lower principles. 
The animal soul, or body of desire, is cast off, like the body with 
its vitality, at or soon after death. 

In the intervals between its incarnations the soul — that is, in 
this case, atma, buddhi, and the superior part of manas — passes 
to other worlds corresponding to the heavens and hells of the exo- 
teric religions. All, however, except the exceptionally evil, 
enter the heavenly state, called Devachan [N. B. — This is the 
Tibetan form of Sukhavati, the heaven of Amitabha Buddha], 
where all the desires cherished during the preceding life are 
gratified by joys which, though illusory, seem most real to their 
possessors. 

After a period sometimes of vast extent the force of karma 
draws back the individual to earth and to such a body and such 
an environment as its past actions and affinities make most appro- 
priate to it. By extinguishing desire and developing our higher 
principles, or rather rising up into them, we may obtain Nirvana, 
which in its lower sense is the annihilation of evil and of earth- 
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attachment and consequently a cessation of re-birth and return 
to Dhyan Chohanship, but in its highest or ultimate sense is 
reabsorption into Parabrahm. Incidentally extraordinary powers 
are obtained on the way through a growing knowledge of and 
power over the forces and principles of nature. 

The foregoing is the merest outline of the system in perhaps 
its most essential aspect. To give a clear idea of either its 
cosmogony, its psychology, its theology or any other one of the 
numerous branches of the subject would take many volumes. It 
professes to explain the doctrines and myths of all religions, and 
is in fact the boldest attempt ever made to achieve the colossal 
task of reconciling all the religions and philosophies of the 
world. It claims, too, to possess the key to the weightiest prob- 
lems of all the sciences, and its doctrines come in contact with 
nearly every feature of every one of them. It accepts also all 
the so-called "occult sciences," and it considers itself able to 
demonstrate and rationally explain and elucidate them. 

We are now prepared to go on to a comparison of these 
tenets with those of the venerable Oriental faiths, and to 
endeavor, so far as possible, to ascertain their source and thus 
assign to this peculiar form of Neo-Paganism its proper genetic 
place in the family of religions. 



